Neck Pain
Posture Retraining Program
The posture of your neck and shoulders is frequently a significant contributor to
chronic neck pain. Poor posture puts additional stresses not only on your cervical
spine but also on the muscles, tendons and ligaments that support it. Whether
your neck pain started slow and insidiously, or has persisted following a trauma,
exercises play an important role in reducing your pain.
Exercises are critical to re-train the muscles around the neck, upper back and
shoulders to bring the neck and shoulders to achieve and maintain proper posture.
To start, when getting into good posture, focus on the following three cues:

1) Stand/sit up tall: imaging a string pulling your head toward
the ceiling and elongating your neck. Lift your chest slightly
and draw in your abdominals
2) Shoulders “down-and-back”: pull your shoulder blades
toward the opposite back pocket.
3) Tuck-in your chin: a gentle chin-tuck will better align your
neck with your torso and shoulders.

Should I be
concerned?
There are numerous structures
around the neck, upper back and
shoulders that can cause pain, and
so it is important to consult a
medical professional to properly
diagnose which structure(s) is/are
contributing to your pain.
They will examine you thoroughly
to ensure that there are no sinister
disorders that are contributing to
your pains, and can guide further
investigations and treatments as
necessary.

Remember…

Your goal is to align your neck and
shoulders so that your ears, shoulders
and hips into a straight, vertical line.
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With gravity pulling the weight of your
head, shoulders and arms downwards
through this (imaginary) line, less stress
is exerted on your neck and postural
muscles.

Staying in Good Posture
Years of having poor posture has developed habits that can be very hard to
break. Overcoming these habits requires constant reminders. Some people have
to remind themselves every five to 10 minutes to “reset” their posture. It takes
less than 3 seconds to do and barely any effort – awareness and a little bit of
discipline goes a long way!
The following active rehabilitation program is training your postural muscles to
always remain engaged even when you are not consciously activating them.
There are two separate sets of exercises – Day #1 and Day #2 - that are slightly
different, but work toward the same goal. Alternate between the two exercise
sets.

Stretching: With chronically poor posture, some muscles and joints
around the chest, shoulders, neck and upper back can become tight or
shortened. These tight muscles and joints can interfere with bringing
yourself back into proper alignment.
Strengthening: It’s important to use the correct muscles to maintain your
posture. Many people with chronic pain around the neck and shoulders
use their powerful, “sprinting” muscles, which can easily get tired and
strained. This active rehabilitation program will help you better develop
your endurance muscles (“marathon” muscles) around your neck and
shoulders, which are more capable of low-grade, sustained activation.

If your pain interferes with the proper execution of these exercises, then pain
management options can be discussed with your physician. These can include:
• Massage or active release therapy
• Dry needling or IMS (intramuscular stimulation)
• Oral medications
• Trigger point injections

“I don’t count my sit-ups; I only start counting when it starts hurting
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-- Muhammad Ali

Need help?
Physiotherapy
Your physical therapist and athletic
trainers also play a critical role in
the rehabilitation process by
coaching you through the exercises,
tailoring the exercises to your
specific needs and monitoring your
progress.
Breaking bad habits can be very
difficult, especially when they feel
“normal” to you. The process often
requires a step-wise progression
that can be coordinated by your
physiotherapist, who can also
provide symptomatic relief in the
form of soft tissue modalities
(active release, deep heat, TENS,
etc.).

Day #1: Warm Up
1. Turn your head to the one side and look down, tucking your chin in toward your
neck and nose toward your armpit (as if you are trying to smell your armpit).
2. Gently pull down on your head with the same hand and maintain the position
when you feel a stretching sensation. You should feel the stretch along the neck
of upper shoulder blade on the opposite side.

1. Sitting or standing comfortably, lift one arm and bring it up and across your
head.
2. Use your hand to pull your head gently down towards your shoulder until a
stretch is felt on the opposite side of the neck.
3. Hold for 20 seconds. Repeat 3 times on both sides.

1. Lie lengthwise on a foam roller, face-up, with your head supported, knees bent,
feet flat on the floor.
2. Interlock your fingers behind your head and let the elbows fall down toward the
floor. You should feel the stretch in your chest and front of your shoulders.
3. Hold for 20 seconds. Repeat 3 times.

1. Stand straight-up with with your arms relaxed on your side.
2. Rotate your arms so your thumbs are pointing backward and squeeze your
shoulder blades together to open the chest.
3. Hold for 20 seconds. Repeat 3 times.

1. Place your foam roller on the floor and lie on your back with your knees bent and
the foam roller at the level of your shoulder blades.
2. With your arms behind your head, lower your head as close as you can to the
floor until you feel a stretch behind your back. Roll the roller up/down a few
inches to adjust the level that is being stretched.
*** Maintain your abdominal muscles tight and proper low back posture during the exercise.

Deep neck flexor activation

1. Lie face-up on the floor. Tuck your chin inward and elongate your
neck (pretend that a rope is pulling you up from the back of your
head).
2. Slightly lift your head from the bed, keeping the chin tucked in.
3. Hold for 5 seconds, then return to the starting position.
*** You should be able to swallow at all times during the exercise.
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Day #1: Exercises
For ALL of the following exercises, make sure that you set your
shoulder/neck posture – standing up tall, shoulders back-anddown, chin tucked-in. Your ears should be vertically in-line with
your shoulder tip.
Hold this posture throughout the entire movement, then relax.

1. Stand facing a wall and grip an elastic with one end in each hand (palms facing down).
The elastic should be anchored at eye-level.
2. Initiating the movement with your shoulder blades, slowly bend your elbows and pull
back on the elastic. Keeping the elbows at shoulder height.
3. Squeeze the shoulder blades together and hold for 5 seconds. Slowly return to the
starting position, releasing the shoulder blades last.

1. Anchor an elastic band underneath your foot and grab the other end firmly with your
hand.
2. Slowly raise the affected arm in front of you with the elbow extended. Go as far as the
tension in the band allows, but don't go higher than shoulder level.
3. Hold for 5 seconds. Slowly lower the arm to the starting position.

1. With the middle of an elastic anchored on a stable object at waist level, hold the ends
of the elastic with your elbows straight and your palms facing down.
2. Initiating the movement with your shoulder blades, slowly pull the arms down to your
sides.
3. Hold for 5 seconds. Slowly return to the starting position releasing the shoulder blades
last.
1. With the middle of an elastic anchored on a stable object at waist or chest level, hold
the ends of the elastic with your elbows straight and your palms facing each other.
2. Initiating the movement with your shoulder blades, pull the elastic horizontally to the
sides and backwards as far as possible, gradually squeezing your shoulder blades
together.
3. Hold for 5 seconds. Slowly return to the starting position releasing the shoulder blades
last.
*** Be sure NOT shrug your shoulders

1. Lie face-down with your arms overhead, elbows bent and thumbs pointing upward.
2. Lift your elbows and hands off the ground while pulling your shoulder blades together
and downward (toward your feet).
3. Hold for 10 seconds, then return to the starting position.
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Day #2: Warm Up
1. Sit tall in a chair with your back supported and tilt your head forward so that
your chin touches your breast bone.
2. Use one hand to pull up at the back of your head (just below your skull) and use
the other hand to push the chin upwards. You should feel a stretch in the back of
the neck just below the base of the skull.
3. Hold for 20 seconds. Repeat.
1. With your chin tucked in, sit up tale and elongate your spine/neck.
2. Hold under the chair seat with your LEFT hand and perform the following
movements to the opposite side:
a)
b)
c)

Tilt your head and neck to the right. Hold for 5 seconds. Return facing forward.
Tilt your head and neck to the right. Rotate the chin to the right. Hold for 5 seconds,
then return facing forward.
Tilt your head and neck to the right side. Rotate the chin to the left. Hold for 5
seconds, then return facing forward.

3. Repeat the same sequence on the other side.
1. Stand straight-up in an open doorway or the corner of a room. Place your hands
onto either side of the doorway or wall just above head level.
2. Lean your body weight forward until you feel a stretch along your chest and in
front of your shoulders.
3. Hold for 20 seconds. Repeat.

1. Hold a stable object in front of you with one (or both) hand(s).
2. Lean forward by bending at the hips while pushing the hips backward. Push your
chest toward the ground. You should feel the stretch in the muscles around your
arm pits.
3. Hold for 20 seconds. Repeat on the other side, if necessary.
*** If doing this stretch with two hands, you can twist your hips slightly to either side to
accentuate the stretch.

1. Kneel on the floor with a foam roller in front of you underneath your forearms.
2. Roll the foam roller forward as you extend your arms overhead and push your
chest toward the floor. You should feel a stretch in your upper back as well as
the muscles around your arm pits.
3. Hold for 20 seconds. Repeat.

Deep neck flexor activation

1. Lie face-up on the floor. Tuck your chin inward and elongate your
neck (pretend that a rope is pulling you up from the back of your
head).
2. Slightly lift your head from the bed, keeping the chin tucked in.
3. Hold for 5 seconds, then return to the starting position.
*** You should be able to swallow at all times during the exercise.
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Day #2: Exercises
Remember to keep your neck elongated, shoulders held in a backand-down position, and chin tucked-in. Again, your ears should be
vertically in-line with your shoulder tip.
Make sure you start and finish each exercise in this posture.

1. With the middle of an elastic anchored on a stable object at waist level, grip the ends of
the elastic with your elbows straight and your palms facing each other.
2. Initiating the movement with your shoulder blades, slowly pull your elbows down to
your sides and slightly behind you.
3. Squeeze the shoulder blades together and hold for 5 seconds. Slowly return back to
the starting position, releasing the shoulder blades last.

1. Anchor an elastic band underneath your foot and grab the other end firmly with your
hand.
2. Slowly raise the affected arm in front of you with the elbow extended. Go as far as the
tension in the band allows, but don't go higher than shoulder level.
3. Hold for 5 seconds. Slowly lower the arm to the starting position.

1. With the middle of an elastic anchored on a stable object at waist level, grip the ends of
the elastic with your elbows straight and your palms facing down.
2. Initiating the movement with your shoulder blades, slowly pull the arms down and
outwards. Rotate your arms throughout this movement so that you thumbs finish
pointing behind you.
3. Hold for 5 seconds. Slowly return to the starting position releasing the shoulder blades
last.
1. Stand or sit with your back, shoulders, buttocks, elbows and hands pressed against a
wall. Tuck your chin in and bend your shoulders and elbows at 90 degrees.
2. Keeping the entire body in contact with the wall, slowly slide your arms upward along
the wall. Hold at the top for 5 seconds.
3. Breath normally during movement and slowly return to the initial position.

1. Lie face-down with your arms stretched out to the side.
2. Keeping your shoulder blades down-and-back. Lift your elbows and hands four to six
inches off the ground. Arc your arms overhead, then down to your sides, keeping your
elbows and hands hovered above the ground and your shoulder blades set down
down-and-back.
3. Repeat 10-15 times before resting.
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